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Article 12

Vll. RESEARCH REPORTS

*Sexual Behavior o f Chetri-Brahmin Wo men in Nepal
by Elaine Schroeder, M.S.W. , University of Washington

INTRODUCTION
While there is increasing research and therapeutic interest in female sexuality in the
United States and other industrialized countries, the women of developing nations,
especially Nepal, have received little research attention on this topic. A major work
dealing with sexuality in India by Carstairs (1967) is predominantly male-oriented and
relies on impressionistic findings. Nag's (1962, 1966) study of sexual behavior in India
comes closest to providing descriptive data of comparative value with Nepal. No ethnic
group in Nepal has been systematically studied regarding sexual practices.
Among social scientists there is recognition of the need for comparative research in
sexuality. The Human Relations Area Files provide some cross-cultural information on
sexuality which is mainly derived from ethnographies where the focus was other than
sexuality. Additionally, the majority of these ethnographers are male and are not usually
given access to information about female sexuality.
This study is a preliminary investigation of sexual behavior and attitudes among ChetriBrahmin women in Nepal. Differences in sexual behavior and attitudes are examined
according to urbanization, education and age. The findings reported here are part of a
larger study conducted by the author (Schroeder, 197 5) which additionally included
marriage, contraception, abortion and pregnancy practices. The study considers only
married women belonging to the Hindu Chetri and Brahmin castes residing in Kathmandu
and Pokhara valleys of middle hill Nepal. Ethnographers usually treat the two castes as
one ethnic group because common cultural patterns distinguish Chetri-Brahmins from the
numberous other ethnic groups in Nepal. Like other Nepali groups, Chetri- Brahmins are
primarily agriculturists, of whom 96 percent live in rural areas. Only 14 percent of
Nepalis over the age of six are literate, and only a small proportion of these are female.

METHOD
A random sample was not feasible for this study. Instead, informants and interview
subjects were chosen according to availability, receptivity, and articulateness.
The
proportion of urban and educated women in the sample is not representative of the
population profile of Nepal.
A disproportionately large sample of educated and
urbanized women were selected because their actual proportion in the population is so
small that the study sample of 226 would not include enough subjects in these categories
to do valid statistical comparisons with other groups. Many of the same sampling
problems which faced Kinsey (1953) were present in the Nepal context. Kinsey made use
of friends, their friends and established groups for locating his subjects. This study also
used a non-random sampling method, but in two different ways. In Kathmandu city I
foun<i subjects through neighbors and friends, as well as through Family Planning Clinic
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contacts. In the Pokhar.a Valley village I interviewed door- to- door, covering a good part
of the village and reaching almost every married woman present in these locations.
Refusal rate was very low; only two women declined to be interviewed.
Three data gathering approaches were utilized:
a)
A sample of 226 married Chetri- Brahmin women were inter viewed jointly by
the investigator and a female Nepali research assistant. The standardized interview
schedule was based on a pretest and contained mostly fixed alternative response
possibilities. Each interview lasted about fifteen minutes.
b)
Seven articulate Chetri- Brahmin informants, most of · them engaged in
professional work with rural women, were interviewed in-depth and at' length about a
variety of sexual topics. Most of the questions were indirect, asking their opinion about
Chetri-Brahmin female behavior in general. Indirect questioning allowed f or attention to
be paid to highly sensitive or taboo behaviors which could not be addressed directly.
Each informant was interviewed on several occasions. Each of these informants was
interviewed on the average for about seven hours.
c)
Participant observation was carried out during the fourteen-month field
research period.
The researcher lived for half the period in Kathmandu, and the
remainder was spent in a Pokhara Valley village. While the size and complexity of
Kathmandu city life hindered optimum participation, the village setting allowed for more
accessibility to the fabric of women's daily lives. Residence in a Chetri household and
participation in women's activities allowed the researcher to become familiar with many
aspects of women's lives, including frequent informal discussions about sex.
As appropri~te, the significance of the difference between sample means was tested by
T-test or x , and the association between coital frequency and age was evaluated by
Pearson's r.

RESULTS
Sexual behavior in Nepal is always covert; even moderate displays of affection between
husband and wife are concealed. However, Chetri-Brahmin women freely discuss in
public their opinions about the sexual behavior of others, so long as only women are
present. Female informants frequently mentioned the obligatory role of sex in a marital
relationship. They spoke of sex as a marital duty rather than a volitional experience.
The fertile wife who denies sexual access to her husband may be replaced by a co-wife or
lose status in the household •.
It is the male who initiates sexual contac t, either verbally by calling his wife to his bed
or physically by going to her sleeping place. Chetri-Brahmin women are not socially
permitted to be sexually assertive or to indicate sexual desire. Women are expected to
be reticent and naive about sex.

There are words in Nepali referring to common female sex behavior which literally
translated mean "log," "corpse, " and "stone. " · There is not word in Nepali for female
orgasm, although there is a term for vaginal lubrication which literally translated means
"slippery water."
Rural Chetri-Brahmin couples sleep apart and rarely have a separate bedroom except
when they are newly married. An increasing number of urban couples are living in a
nuclear family situation and have a private sleeping r oom, but even then the wife often
sleeps on the floor next to her spouse's bed. Chetri-Brahmin women remain clothed
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during sex and during childbirth and bathing. Privacy and clothing restr ictions may
account for the narrow range of coital positions reporte d. The "missionar y position" or
male superior posture accounts for the majority of coital connections. Variations include
the female wrapping her legs around the male while lying beneath him, and occasionally
the female superior position.
Sexual foreplay is minimal among Chetri and Brahmin married couples, according to the
indirect interview informants. There may be some teasing, pushing, a.nd smacking on the
backside by a husband to his wife before they make love, especially during the early
years of marriage. Other, more explicitly sexual behaviors which precede or coincide
with intercourse are few. Kissing, except on the cheek, is rarely practiced by other than
highly educated couples. Breasts are only erotic until they become functional by feeding
a baby. If any part of the woman's body is caressed, it will probably be her thighs or
buttocks.
Oral or manual genital stimulation of the female by the male is practically unheard of
among Hindu Nepalis. Informants said this was because female genitalia is considered
unclean, and even manual stimualtion would have overtones of pollution. Some women
did admit to manual contact with their partner's penis, to assist with insertion, but this is
preferably done with the left hand. Postcoital behavior usually consists of either falling
asleep or one of the participants returning to her or his own bed.
Sample
Fifty-one percent of the 226 interview subjects were 30 years old or under. Fifty-six
percent resided in a village rather than a city. Fifty-eight percent were illiterate. The
mean age at marriage was 16.4 years. Over 25 percent of the subjects were involved in
polygamous marriages. The mean number of pregnancies for the total sample was 3.4,
and the mean number of living children 2.4.
Coital Frequency
The mean coital frequency of the 188 subjects always or usually residing with their
husband is 7.0 times per month. The median frequency is 4.2 times per month, with 30
being the highest reported frequency. A five-year age breakdown (Table 1) shows a
marked decrease in coital frequency for older women.
Two Indian surveys report similar findings. A Calcutta survey (Sengupta, 1962) shows a
mean frequency of 6.4 coitions per month for married couples. Nag (1962) discusses a
sexuality study conducted in three eastern Indian villages where Hindu women reported
slightly lower coital frequency compared to Chetri-'Brahmin women, while Muslim
women reported slightly greater mean frequencies than did Chetri-Brahmin women. The
frequency by both religious groups declined sharply with age.
In addition to a negative correlation between coital frequency and age, there is a
significant difference in coital frequency between urban and village women, as well as
between literate and illiterate women (Tables 2 and 3).
The mean estimated monthly coital frequency during first year of marriage or
cohabitation is 14.3 with a median of 11.6. Most subjects had to rely on recall for the
estimation. The data thus shows that sexual intercourse occurs much more frequently
. during the first year of marriage than during later years. Informants unanimously agreed
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that high sexual expectations are placed on the first year of marriage or until the bir th
of the first child.

An important fact or affecting coital frequency in rural areas is agricultural seasonality.
During the busiest agricultural cycles, men and women wor k in the fields from dawn to
dusk and may be too exhausted to engage in sex. In fact, village birth records show a
cyclical decline in births during those time of the year which follow peak agricultural
seasons by about nine months.
Sexual Restrictions and Abstinence
Ritual and situational periods of sexual abstinence greatly influence the coital frequency
of Nepali Hindus.
Chandrasekaran (1952) estimates that religious · reasons cause
avoidance of coitus for about 24 days and 19 days per year in Indian rural and urban areas
respectively. Frequent out- migration of husbands plus the Chetri-Erahmin custom of
periodic visits by the wife to her natal home eliminate weeks and months of possible
sexual contact. The most widely practiced coital taboo occurs during the first three
days of a woman's menstrual cycle.
Prenatal and postpartum sexual restrictions are practiced by the majority o f ChetriBrahmin couples. The mean number of months women refrain from sex before childbirth
is reported as 3.4, while for postpartum coital abstinence the mean is 5.9 months.
Sexual Feelings
Perhaps the sexual information most difficult to elicit from Chetri- Brahmin women
concerns their feeling about lovemaking. The interviews of 226 women attempted to
unearth these feelings directly by questioning subjects about how often they wishes
sexual contact, how much they enjoyed sex, and for what reasons they disliked sex.
The mean desired coital frequency rep orted by subjects usually or always living with
their spouse is 4.1 times per month. The median response o f 1.7 reflects the large
number of women reporting they preferred no sexual intercourse at all.
Women's
preferred amount of sexual contact is thus far less than their actual coital frequen cy.
Just as actual coital frequency is influenced by age, so is desired frequency related to
age. Women in their late twenties wish sexual relations most (6 .2 times per month), and
after the age of forty- five desired frequency takes a sudden downward turn (3 times per
month).
Urban and literate women desired sexual contact ove r four times more
frequently than illiterate or village women.
When women were asked how much they enjoy sex, 36 percent of the total sample
answered "never," 4 6 percent "sometimes," and 18 percent "usually. " Age, urbanization
and literacy variable all showed significant differences in attitudes (p =.024, p .001, p
. 001 by chi square respectively). Younger, urban, and literate groups more frequently
indicated that they usually enjoyed sex.

<

Subjects were asked to indicate one or more reasons why they might dislike or wish to
avoid sex.
Five possible choices were developed from the most frequent pretest
responses: fatigue, fear of resulting bad health, fear of pregnancy, dislike of husband's
behavior, and dysmenorrhea.
No respondent was free of complaints about sexual
activity. Almost half the subjects complained that fatigue was a detraction from sex.
Both fear of pregnancy and fear of resulting bad health were indicated by a third of the
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subjects.
About 10 percent of the women disliked sex because of their husband's
behavior. Drinking, wife- beating, and co- wife favoritism by husbands were frequently
mentioned reasons. Dysmenorrhea was indicated by a'Qout 5 percent of the subjects.
DISCUSSION
The exploratory nature of the study, the lack of similar studies for comparative
purposes, and the constraints on sampling procedures nece~sarily limit the
generablizability of the findings.
Chetri-Brahmins as an ethnic gl't>up cannot be
considered representative of other cultural groups in Nepal. Particularly those ethnic
groups which are Buddhist and of Tibeto-Burmese origin may have sexual behaviors and
ethics which vastly differ from Indo-Aryan groups such as Chetri-Brahmins. The findings
of this study offer initial understanding of sexuality among part of Nepal's female
population.
The cross-cultural nature of the study and the sensitive topic area raise major questions
about the validity of the findings. Serious attempts were made to ensu11e confidentiality
and to promote openness and honesty among the subjects. The 226 interviews were
conducted in Nepali, and care was taken to phrase the questions non-judgmentally and
with minimal ethnocentricism or interview bias. The final schedule was modified from
pretest interviews, and topics were selected after several months of participant
observation. Occasional lack of privacy during interviews may have reduced the lack of
accuracy of the findings.
The data from the 226 interviews indicate that three independent variables - - age,
education, and urbanization -- are all important in defining female sexuality among
Chetri-Brahmins. It should be noted that only a part of the study's findings have been
reported here.
Age is the least important of the three variables; it is highly correlated with differences
in only a few behaviors and attitudes. If age had been an important determinant of many
behaviors and attitudes, a type of generation gap would be created, pointing to societal
changes or progressive liberalization in the next generations. Instead, age in this study
reflects personal life cycle changes, such as reduced coital frequency with aging, which
will be repeated in the next generation.
Urbanization and education are both highly correlated with differences in many sexual
behaviors and attitudes. These two variables are most reaily influenced by planned
development. Improved access to education for females is probably the most direct and
feasible route by which attitudes and behaviors related to sexuality and fertility might
be influenced.
The potential for sexual expression by Chetri-Brahmin women is strongly determined by
tradition and limited by gender role. Custom dictates a narrow range of approved sexual
behaviors for married couples, while frequency of lovemaking greatly diminishes with
aging. The remarkably high coital frequency during the first year of marriage can
probably be explained by the strong pressure to conceive as soon as possible after
marriage. Coital frequency in general is certainly reduced by the large number of
prohibited days and by practices of sexual abstinence before and after childbirth .
. Postpartum abstinence is not as lengthy among urban and literate groups, and this may
be one reason for these same groups' greater coital frequency.
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Women are generally believed to be incapable of enjoying sex, and almost half of the
women in the sample resp onded that they never enjoy sex. Margaret Mead (1949) views
sexual response as culturally determ ined; the female's potential capacity f or orgasm may
or may not be developed by a particular culture. Masters and Johnson {1970) strongly
agree although their investigations were solely in an American context. Given the
negativism accorded female sexuality among Chetri-Brahmins and the cultural ignorance
o f female orgasm, it is likely that only an infinitesimal number of women are orgasmic.
Effective and sufficient stimulation is a prerequisite for orgasmic release. In a cultural
context where sex equal coition and where direct eli toral stimulation is not practiced,
few women will be able t o respond orgasmically.
Women are subject to strong sexual controls from pubescence through old age. A double
standard certainly prevails in the areas o f premarital and extramarital sex, as well as in
the right to initiate and enjoy conjugal sex.
In the area of sexuality and in other realms of life, the Chetri- Brahmin woman is placed
in a rigidly defined role. The wife who is expected to act like a stone ip bed and show no
sexual interest is also not permitted to demonstrate autonomy in other aspects of her
behavior. In fact, almost any expression o f personal drive and assertiveness is strongly
repaved. In most aspects of a Chetri-Brahmin woman's life there are limitations on
expression similar to the ones which exist in the area of sexuality.

Table 1
Mean Current Coital Frequency Per Month of Chetri-Brahmin Women Living With Spouse
By Age G r oup*

Age Group

Mean Frequency

15-19
20-24
25-29
30-34
35- 39
40- 44
45-49
50-54
over 54

9.0
9.3
9.7
6.8
4.3
2.8
3.3
1.3
1.1

(8)
(39)
(46)
(41)
(18)
(16)
(6)
(8)
(6)

Total Population

7.0

(188)

*r= -.37 0 , p

<.001
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Number of
cases

Table 2
Mean Current Coital Frequency Per Month of Marr ied Chetr i- Br ahmin Women Living
With Spouse By Place of Residence *

Place of Residence

Mean Frequency

City
Village

9.5

Number of Cases

(8 5 )
(101)

4.8

*p=.023 (two-tailed) by T-test.

Table 3
Mean Current Coital Frequency Per MOnth of Chetri-Brahmin Women Living With
Spouse By Literacy*

Literacy

Mean Frequency

llliterate
Literate

4.9

(98)

9.3

(90)

*p= .092 (two-tailed) by T-test.
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Number of Cases
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